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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR OBTAINING RESPONSES TO MESSAGES 



The present invention relates generally to messages and more particularly to 
responses to messages. 

Individuals frequently desire to obtain short answers to simple questions, yet 
5 spend an inordinate amount of time obtaining such answers. For example, an individual 
may desire to determine whether one or more other people are available for a meeting at 
a specified time and place or whether one or more people are in favor of a previously 
distributed proposal. Placing one or more telephone calls to the other person or persons 
manually involves, with respect to each person to be called, retrieving the telephone 

] 0 number, dialing the telephone number, exchanging pleasantries, possibly discussing 

items on the other party's agenda, stating the question or message (and possibly restating 
it if the other party does not immediately understand it or is inattentive), and receiving an 
answer (or being told that the other party will call back later with an answer). If the 
other party does not take the telephone call, the individual may need to repeat the call at 

15 a later time if the other party fails to respond to a message or has no means of taking a 
message at that number. The end result is the expenditure of a great deal of time and 
effort to communicate a brief message and receive a simple response. Moreover, if 
multiple parties must be contacted, the effort must be duphcated with respect to each 
such party. 

20 E-mail provides some time savings if each party to be contacted has a known e- 

mail address in that extraneous discussions may be minimized or ignored. However, e- 
mail messages are easier to ignore than telephone calls (if actually answered) and may 
result in the need to send a substantial number of follow-up messages to obtain the 
needed information. Moreover, some individuals do not regularly check their e-mail 



Dkt# 367059-101 



-2- 

accounts for messages. A method of automatically sending messages and obtaining 
responses (and sending follow-up messages if no reply is received) is therefore desirable. 

A second problem with manual placement of telephone calls (or other messages) 
is that many individuals possess a number of contact numbers, such as home, office, and 

5 mobile telephone numbers, pager numbers, home and office facsimile numbers, and 
home and office e-mail addresses. Sending a message to each contact number of an 
individual (until the individual answers) can be a time consuming process. A method of 
automatically retransmitting a message to each such contact number until a response is 
received would therefore be desirable. 

1 0 A third problem is that an individual who needs to send a single message to (and 

receive a reply from) a group of individuals using more than one channel of 
communication (such as telephone, facsimile, and e-mail) must repeatedly provide the 
message in oral or written form and must manually tabulate the replies of the message 
recipients. A method of automatically sending a single message to a group of people 

1 5 utilizing more than one channel of communication without the need for repetitive entry 
of the message is therefore desirable. 

Similarly, receiving telephone calls from multiple callers regarding a single 
subject, such as telephone calls from the users of a new product regarding their 
assessments of the new product, can involve considerable time and effort. The party 

20 receiving the calls needs to identify the caller and the subject of the call as well as to 
receive the caller's comments. The caller may not have all of the required information 
available at the time of an initial telephone call, requiring a subsequent telephone call to 
provide all of the information, or may provide extraneous comments, thereby extending 
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the length of the call. A method of automatically receiving such telephone calls and 
compiling the data received would therefore be desirable. 



Summary of the Invention 

5 In one embodiment, the invention relates to a method of automatically 

forwarding a response to a message to the sender of the message, wherein the sender is 
prompted to provide a message, the sender is prompted to identify a recipient, the 
recipient having a plurality of associated contact numbers, a user is prompted to rank the 
identified associated contact numbers relating to the recipient from highest to lowest, the 

] 0 message is sent to the highest ranked associated contact number to which the message 
has not yet been sent, the recipient of the message is prompted to provide a reply to the 
message, at least a predetermined amount of time is waited, until a response is received 
or the message has been sent to all associated contact numbers, the message is repeatedly 
sent to the next highest ranked associated contact number (and the recipient is prompted 

1 5 and the predetermined amount of time is waited), and the response is forwarded to the 
sender. 

In another embodiment, the call time of the sender is less than the call time of the 
recipient. In yet another embodiment, the call time of the sender is less than the call time 
of the sender would have been had the sender communicated with the recipient by multi- 
20 party telephone call. In certain embodiments, the channel of communication utilized by 
the recipient for sending the response is the same as the channel of communication 
utilized by the sender for sending the message, while in other embodiments, the channel 
of communication utilized by the recipient for sending the response is different from the 
channel of communication utilized by the sender for sending the message. In various 
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embodiments, the channel of communication utilized by the sender for sending the 
message is e-mail, paging, automated telephone call, facsimile, postal mail, other forms 
of communication, or any combination of such forms of communication. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting the recipient to 
5 reply to the telephone call at a later time if the automated telephone call is connected but 
no response to the message is received. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes repeating the method with 
respect to additional recipients of the same message. 

In various embodiments, each response is forwarded separately to the sender, the 
1 0 responses from different recipients are forwarded separately, or responses from several 
recipients are forwarded together. In certain embodiments, responses forwarded together 
are forwarded as a composite report. In one embodiment, the composite report 
comprises a Usting of each successfiil message transmission. In another embodiment, the 
composite report instead or in addition comprises a hsting of each response. In another 
1 5 embodiment, the composite report instead or in addition comprises summary data 
relating to all of the responses. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting the current 
recipient to indicate whether to send the current recipient's response to the other 
recipients of the sender's message, and sending the current recipient's response to the 
20 other recipients of the sender's message if the current recipient indicates that the 
response should be sent to the other recipients. 

In another embodiment, the user prompted to rank the plurality of associated 
contact numbers is the sender. In another embodiment, the user prompted to rank the 
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plurality of associated contact numbers is the recipient. In another embodiment, the user 
prompted to rank the plurality of associated contact numbers is neither the sender nor the 
recipient. 

In another embodiment, if the user fails to provide a ranking of associated contact 

5 numbers, a default ranking is used. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting a user to rank the 
associated contact numbers relating to the identified recipient from highest to lowest in a 
second ordering and to supply a condition, wherein, if the user does so provide a second 
ranking, the ordering utilized is selected based on the condition. In another embodiment, 

10 the condition comprises a criterion relatmg to the time of day at which the message is 
being sent. In another embodiment, the condition comprises a criterion relating to the 
day of the week on which the message is being sent. In another embodiment, the 
condition comprises a criterion relatmg to the identity of the sender. In another 
embodiment, the condition comprises a criterion relating to the content of the message. 

1 5 In another embodiment, the method further hicludes prompting a user to provide 

an expiration time for at least one associated contact number, wherein if the expiration 
time of an associated contact number has passed prior to the sending of a message using 
the associated contact number, such associated contact number is not utilized. 

In another embodiment, the method fiirther includes prompting a user to provide 

20 a commencement time for at least one associated contact number, wherein if the sending 
of a message occurs prior to the commencement time of an associated contact number, 
the associated contact number is not utilized. 
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In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting a user to provide 
a start time, wherein, if a user provides a start time the sending of the message is delayed 
until the start time. 

In another embodiment, the predetermined amount of time is equal to zero 
5 seconds. In another embodiment, the predetermined amount of time exceeds zero 
seconds. In another embodiment, the predetermmed amount of time depends on the 
channel of communication used for sendmg the message. In another embodiment, the 
method further includes prompting a user to provide an amount of time, wherein, if the 
user provides an amount of time, the predetermined amount of time is equal to the 
1 0 amount of time provided by the user. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes converting a verbal message 
provided by the sender into textual form. 

In another embodiment, the message is sent to at least one recipient by e-mail. 
In another embodiment, the method further includes converting a verbal response 
1 5 provided by the recipient into textual form. 

In another embodiment, the sender is prompted to provide a message over the 
Web, such prompting includes prompting the sender to provide a message subject, a 
message body, one or more prompts to be provided to the recipient, a type of data to be 
collected, and a message to be provided if the message is sent by telephone call and the 
20 telephone call is answered by a voicemail system, the response of the recipient to the 
message is received using automatic speech recognition if the message is sent to a 
telephone number, a searchable address book is provided to the sender, and the sending 
of the message includes, in the case of a message being sent to an associated contact 
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number that includes a telephone extension, automatically dialing both the telephone 
number and the telephone extension. 

In another embodiment, the response is sent to the sender by e-mail. 

In another embodiment, if the transmission of a message using an associated 
5 contact number is not successful, the message is retransmitted to the same associated 
contact number until the message is successfully transmitted to the associated contact 
number or until a predetermined number of transmissions have been unsuccessful. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting the recipient to 
indicate the recipient's response is urgent, wherein, if the recipient indicates that the 
10 response is urgent, the response is sent to the sender within a predetermined amount of 
time. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes prompting a user to contact 
an operator, wherein the operator has access to data relating to the sender's message. 

In another embodiment, the message provided by the sender comprises a plurality 
1 5 of questions, and the recipient is prompted to provide an answer to each question in the 
sender' s message. 

In another embodiment, a method of automatically forwarding a response to a 
message to the sender of the message, wherein a message and a ranked set of associated 
contact numbers are received from the sender, the message is sent to the recipient at the 
20 highest ranked associated contact number to which the message can be successfully sent, 
a reply to the message is received firom the recipient, and the response is forwarded to the 
sender. 
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In another embodiment, a system for automatically forwarding a response to a 
message to the sender of the message, including means for prompting the sender to 
provide a message, means for prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient 
having a plurality of associated contact numbers, means for prompting a user to rank the 

5 associated contact numbers relating to the recipient identified by the sender from highest 
to lowest, means for sending the message provided by the sender to the highest ranked 
associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent, means for 
prompting the recipient of the message to provide a reply to the message, means for 
waiting at least a predetermined amount of time, means for repeatedly sendmg the 

1 0 message provided by the sender to the highest ranked associated contact number to 
which the message has not yet been sent, prompting the recipient of the message to 
provide a reply to the message, and waiting at least a predetermined amount of time until 
a response is received or the message has been sent to all associated contact numbers; if 
no response to the message is received, and means for forwarding the response to the 

1 5 sender. 

In another embodiment, a computer-readable medium having stored thereon 
computer-executable mstructions for prompting the sender to provide a message, 
prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having a plurality of associated 
contact numbers, prompting a user to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the 
20 recipient from highest to lowest, sending the provided message to the highest ranked 
associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent, prompting the 
recipient of the message to provide a reply to the message, waiting at least a 
predetermined amount of time, repeatedly sending the message to the next highest 
ranked associated contact number until a response is received or the message has been 
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sent to all associated contact numbers (and prompting the recipient to provide a response 
and waiting a predetermined amount of time) if no response to the message has been 
received, and forwarding the response to the sender. 

In another embodiment, a system for automatically forwarding a response to a 
5 message to the sender of the message, including a processor, a memory connected to the 
processor, at least one communication interface in communication with the processor, a 
display in communication with the processor, and an input device in communication with 
the processor, wherein the processor causes the sender to be prompted to provide a 
message, the processor causes the sender to be prompted to identify a recipient, the 

10 recipient having a plurality of associated contact numbers, the processor causes a user to 
be prompted to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the identified recipient 
from highest to lowest, the processor causes the message to be sent to the highest ranked 
associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent, the processor 
causes the recipient of the message to be prompted to provide a reply to the message, the 

15 processor waits at least a predetermined amount of time, the processor repeatedly causes 
the message provided by the sender to be sent to the highest ranked associated contact 
number to which the message has not yet been sent, the processor causes the recipient of 
the message to be prompted to provide a reply to the message, and the processor waits at 
least a predetermined amount of time until a response is received or the message has 

20 been sent to all associated contact numbers; if no response to the message is received, 
and the processor causes the response to be forwarded to the sender. 

In various embodiments, the communication interface comprises an Internet 
connection, a facsimile device, a telephone connection, or voice recognition code. 
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In various embodiments, the input device comprises a keypad, a microphone, a 
keyboard, or a pointing device. 

In another embodiment, the system further includes at least one database stored in 
the memory. In another embodiment, the at least one database comprises at least one 
5 table for storing associated contact numbers, at least one table for storing unsent 
messages, and at least one table for storing data relating to expected responses to 
messages. 

In another embodiment, a method of processing messages, wherein each of a 
plurality of users is prompted to send a message using one of a plurality of interfaces, 
10 including at least a telephone interface and an e-mail interface, a recipient is prompted to 
select an interface by which messages are to be forwarded to the recipient from a 
plurality of interfaces, including at least a telephone interface and an e-mail interface, 
and each message sent by the plurality of users is forwarded to the recipient utilizing the 
selected interface. 

1 5 In another embodiment, a method of processing mbound and outbound messages, 

wherein an inbound recipient is prompted to provide at least one associated contact 
number, a sender is prompted to provide a message, the sender is prompted to identify a 
recipient, the recipient having at least one associated contact number, and the message is 
sent to at least one associated contact number, wherem, if the message is an outbound 

20 message, the sender is prompted to provide the message over the Web and wherein, if the 
message is an inbound message, the recipient is prompted to provide at least one 
associated contact number. In one embodiment, the identified recipient is the inbound 
recipient. In another embodiment, the recipient is an outbound recipient. 
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In another embodiment, a method of processing inbound messages, wherein a 
sender is prompted to provide a message in voice form, the sender is prompted to 
identify a recipient, the recipient having at least one associated contact number, the 
message provided by the sender is converted to text form, and the message is sent to at 
5 least one associated contact number. 

In another embodiment, a method of processing outbound messages, wherein a 
sender is prompted to provide a message in voice form, the sender is prompted to 
identify a recipient, the recipient having at least one associated contact number, the 
message provided by the sender is converted to text form, and the message is sent to at 
10 least one associated contact number. 

In another embodiment, a method of automatically forwarding a response to a 
message to the sender of the message, wherein a sender is prompted to provide a 
message, the sender is prompted to identify a recipient, a telephone call is placed to the 
recipient, the message and a set of prompts are provided to the recipient if the recipient 
1 5 answers the telephone call, a message, including a telephone number to call back if the 
telephone call is answered by a voicemail system, is automatically recorded, and the 
message and a set of prompts are provided to the recipient if the recipient places a 
telephone call to the provided telephone number. 

In another embodiment, a method of processing outbound messages, wherein a 
20 sender is prompted to provide a message, the sender is prompted to identify a recipient, 
the recipient having at least one associated contact number, the sender is prompted to 
customize at least one of the time at which the message will be sent, the text of at least 
one prompt, the number of prompts in the set of prompts to be provided to the recipient, 
the number of iterations of the set of prompts, and the type of data to be received in 
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response to at least one prompt, the message is sent to at least one associated contact 
number, and at least one prompt is provided to the recipient. 

In another embodiment, the method further includes validating data received in 
response to a prompt provided based at least in part on a received data type relating to 
5 the prompt. 

In another embodiment, a method of processing inbound messages, wherein a 
sender is prompted to provide a message, the sender is prompted to identify a recipient, 
the recipient having at least one associated contact number, the recipient is prompted to 
customize at least one of the text of at least one prompt, the number of prompts in the set 
10 of prompts to be provided to the sender, the number of iterations of the set of prompts, 
and the type of data to be received in response to at least one prompt, at least one prompt 
is provided to the sender, and the message is sent to at least one associated contact 
number. 

In another embodiment, the method fiirther includes validating data received in 
1 5 response to a prompt based at least in part on a data type relating to the received prompt. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating a system in accordance with the present 
invention. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating the relationships between certain 
5 functional software components of a system in accordance with the present invention. 
Figure 3 illustrates the schema of a database usable in conjunction with the 
present invention. 

Figure 4 is a flowchart illustrating a first method in accordance with the present 
invention. 

1 0 Figure 5 is a flowchart illustrating a second method in accordance with the 

present invention. 

Figure 6 A illustrates a user interface screen of a Web site usable in conjunction 
with the present invention. 

Figure 6B illustrates a user interface screen of a Web site usable in conjunction 
1 5 with the present invention. 

Figure 6C illustrates a user interface screen of a Web site usable in conjunction 
with the present invention. 

Figure 7 is a flowchart illustrating a third method in accordance with the present 
invention. 



20 
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Detailed Description of the Invention 

The following terms shall have, for the purposes of this apphcation, the 
respective meanings set forth below: 

Associated contact number: An identifier relating to a particular message 
5 recipient used to address a message to that recipient, such as a telephone, pager, or 
facsimile number or an e-mail address. In a preferred embodiment, the associated 
contact number includes both the identifier itself (such as a telephone number or an e- 
mail address) and a designation of the type of the identifier (such as telephone number or 
e-mail). 

10 Call time: With respect to a message sender, the call time is the amount of time 

spent by the sender in speaking, typing, or otherwise entering a message and in reading, 
listening to, or otherwise reviewing a response thereto (if any). With respect to a 
message recipient, the call time is the amount of time spent by the recipient in reading, 
listening to, or otherwise reviewing the message and in speaking, typing, or otherwise 

15 entering a response thereto (if any response is entered). 

Channel of Communication: A medium for sending a message or a response 
thereto in analog, digital, or other form, such as e-mail, page, live telephone call, 
automated telephone call (using a recorded or computer-generated voice message), or 
facsimile. 

20 Communication Interface: Hardware, software, or a combination of hardware 

and software enabling a processor to receive and send messages using one or more 
channels of communication. 
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Current Recipient: In connection with tlie method illustrated in figure 4, the 
recipient to whom a message is currently being sent. 

Inbound Message: A message sent from one of a plurality of senders to a single 
recipient. 

5 Inbound Recipient: Any person who receives an inbound message. 

Inbound Sender: Any person who sends an inbound message. 
Message: An oral, written, recorded, or other communication uttered, sent, or 
otherwise transmitted from one person to one or more other persons. The term message 
includes, without limitation, a live, recorded, or computer-generated voice message as 
1 0 well as written or otherwise recorded textual or graphical content, and can optionally be 
encrypted or otherwise protected. Specific examples of a message, within the context of 
the present apphcation, include, without Umitation, a statement or question uttered in a 
multi-party telephone call, a statement or question entered using instant messaging, a 
groupware or meeting support tool, or in a chat room, a recorded or computer-generated 
1 5 voice message, textual or graphical content delivered by e-mail or by pager, textual or 
graphical content delivered by facsimile, or textual or graphical content in hard copy 
form (such as paper) delivered by postal mail, hand delivery, or otherwise. 

Multi-Party Telephone Call: An ordinary (live) telephone call having at least two 

parties. 

20 Outbound Message. A message sent from a single sender to one or more 

recipients. 

Outbound Recipient: Any person who receives an outbound message. 
Outbound Sender: Any person who sends an outbound message. 



Dkt# 367059-101 



- 16- 

Recipient: Any person who receives a message, whether the message is inbound 
or outbound. 

Sender: Any person who sends a message, whether the message is inbound or 
outbound. 

5 Unsuccessful: A message is considered to be unsuccessful if it is not delivered. 

The success of a message does not depend on whether the recipient responds to the 
message or even whether the recipient gains personal knowledge of the message. A 
telephone call is considered to be unsuccessful if the call does not connect (e.g., no dial 
tone, a busy signal, or no answer after a predetermined number of rings). A telephone 

1 0 call is considered to be successfLil if answered by a voice mail system or answering 

machine or by a person other than the recipient at the intended telephone number (e.g., a 
coworker or family member). An e-mail message is considered to be successflil if 
delivered to the recipient's e-mail account, regardless of whether the recipient actually 
views the e-mail message. 

1 5 User: Any person who sends or receives a message or who enters data regarding 

a message, a recipient, or a sender. The term user includes but is not limited to senders 
and recipients. 

Provisional application 60/189,089 filed March 14, 2000, which describes certain 
embodiments of the present invention, is herein incorporated by reference in its entirety 
20 as fully as though set forth here at length. 

Referring to figure 1, a block diagram of a system in accordance with the present 
invention is illustrated. Server 100 includes processor 102 and memory 104 connected 
to processor 102. Server 100 can be a microcomputer (including a personal computer, 
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workstation, or server), minicomputer, mainframe computer, or other computing device, 
but is preferably a multiprocessor server. Processor 102 can be one or more Intel 
Pentium® family or equivalent processors, but is preferably at least two 800 megahertz 
Intel Pentium III microprocessors. Although a single, or lesser, processor can be 

5 utilized, doing so would slow system performance or decrease the number of messages 
that could be simuhaneously handled. Memory 104 can be permanent storage, such as a 
hard drive, temporary memory, such as random access memory, or a combination of 
permanent storage and temporary memory. Memory 104 is typically at least 128 
megabytes of random access memory and at least one hard drive, ahhough multiple 

1 0 redundant hard drives are desirable in order to decrease the likelihood of data loss from a 
hardware failure. 

Message software 106 is stored in memory 104. Message software 106 can be 
written in C++ utilizing object oriented methodologies and can utilize one or more 
appUcation programming interfaces (hereinafter "API's") to communicate with one or 

1 5 more of the interfaces described below. Those skilled in the art will appreciate, however, 
that many alternative programming languages (such as Assembly, C, Java, or Pascal) can 
be substituted for C++ and alternative methodologies can be utilized (such as structured 
programming) depending in part on the choice of programming language (or vice versa). 
Database 108 is optionally used in conjunction with message software 106, Database 

20 108 can be Oracle version 8 or any suitable custom or commercial off-the-shelf 
relational, object oriented, or other database. Alternatively, data used by message 
software 106 can be stored in other memory structures, such as flat files, and data 
management fiinctionality can be incorporated into message software 108. Message 
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software 106 and database 108 are described in greater detail below in connection with 
figure 2 and tables 1 through 7. 

In certain embodiments of the present hivention, operator terminal 1 10 can 
optionally be utilized to provide a human operator access to certain message and related 
5 data. If operator terminal 1 10 is used, it is in communication with server 100 through a 
local or wide area network connection, such as an Ethernet connection, through a 
telephonic connection, or by other means (such as a non-telephonic Internet connection). 
Operator terminal 1 10, which can be a personal computer (or other microcomputer), 
dumb terminal, network computer, Internet apphance, mainframe computer, 
10 microcomputer, or other computing device, includes at least display 1 12, such as a 
cathode ray tube monitor or liquid crystal display, and input device 1 14, such as a 
keyboard. Alternatively, operator terminal 1 10 can be dispensed with or combined with 
server 100 (so long as server 100 includes a display and an input device). 

Processor 102 is also in communication with one or more interfaces 120. The 
1 5 one or more interfaces can include any or all of telephone interface 122, e-mail interface 
124, facsimile interface 126, wireless interface 128, paging interface 130, and Web 
interface 132, as well as other interfaces. Telephone interface 122 can include a digital 
signal processing card, such as the Anteras card available from the Dialogic corporation 
and digital signal processing software, including speech recognition libraries, such as 
20 Speechworks from the Phillips corporation. E-mail interface 124 can be an ip 

connection, such as a T-1 or T-3 line. Facsimile interface 126 can include a fax board; 
however, if facsimile traffic is expected to be relatively light, a commercial off-the-shelf 
software program, such as Winfax Pro from the Symantec corporation can be utilized 
instead. Wireless interface 128 can include dedicated wireless reception facilities; in a 
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first preferred embodiment, however, no separate wireless interface is utilized and 
wireless calls are received using telephone interface 122. Similarly, paging interface 130 
can include dedicated page reception facilities, but in a first preferred embodiment, no 
such facilities are utilized and pages are received utilizing telephone interface 122. Web 

5 interface 132 can include an ip connection, such as a T-1 or T-3 line. 

Referring to figure 2, the relationships between selected components of message 
software 106 and database 108 in an exemplary implementation are illustrated. Sender 
280 accesses the system using an Internet protocol (hereinafter "ip") connection 260 or 
public switched telephone network (hereinafter "pstn") connection 270. Either or both of 

10 ip connection 260 and pstn connection 270 can be utilized in a system in accordance with 
the present invention. Moreover, although a connection is described as an ip or pstn 
connection (with respect to the character of the connection at the site of the system or a 
portion thereof), the sender of the message can himself utilize a different type of 
connection. For example, a sender might utilize an Internet telephone to place a call 

1 5 from his computer over an ip connection. This call might arrive at the system via a pstn 
connection. In addition, other connections or receptors might be present. For example, 
the system might include a wireless receiver. 

User interface 210 can mclude a set of Web pages written in html and Javascript, 
perl, or other Web development language. Several Web pages utilized in an exemplary 

20 implementation of the present invention are illustrated in figures 6 A through 6C. 

Alternatively, other content viewable using a Web or other browser can be utilized or a 
Windows or other interface (such as a terminal emulator interface) can be utilized. User 
interface 210 includes interface elements such as text boxes, dropdown hst boxes, 
command buttons, menus, and command line prompts (depending on the style of user 
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interface implemented) to allow the sender to enter information about himself, about 
recipients, and about messages and to view the results of the attempted transmission of a 
message. 

User manager 220 provides much of the functionality for initiating processing of 

5 information submitted by the sender and can include sub-modules such as registration 
manager 222, logon manager 224, contact manager 226, and message manager 228. 
Registration manager 222 receives data such as any or all of a sender' s name, address, 
telephone number, facsimile number, e-mail address, log-in name, password, and 
payment information and stores such data in user tables 202, which are described below 

10 in tables 1 and 7. Of course user tables 202 can be combined into a single table, divided 
into more than two tables in certain embodiments hereunder and the information stored 
in user table 202 need not be stored in a separate table or tables (or any table at all) if a 
non-relational database is utilized or no database at all is utilized. Similarly, the other 
tables described below can be divided or combined in different combinations and need 

1 5 not be utilized in all implementations of the present invention. Login manager 224 
authenticates the sender upon login to the system by comparing login information 
submitted at that time with information previously stored in user tables 202. 

Contact manager 226 receives data such as any or all of a recipient's name, home, 
business, and mobile telephone numbers, facsimile number, pager number, and e-mail 

20 address, as well as beginning and ending dates for the vaUdity of such data, times of day 
(and days of the week) on which such data is to be used, and one or more orderings by 
which the various contact numbers are to be utilized, and stores such data in acn table 
200, which is described below in table 2. 
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Message manager 228 receives message information, such as any or all of the 
text of a message, the subject of the message, information identifying its intended 
recipients, information relating to when the message is to be sent, and information 
relating to the format and method by which the rephes are to be communicated to the 
5 sender and stores such information in message table 204, which is described below in 
table 3. In some embodiments hereunder a single message record can be generated for 
each message regardless of the number of recipients of the message; in other 
embodiments, however, a separate record can be generated for each recipient. 

Filter 230 periodically checks message table 204 for messages needing 
10 processing and creates attempt records from the data stored in message table 204 and acn 
table 200 and stores the attempt records in attempt table 206, which is described below in 
table 4. Dispatcher 240 periodically checks attempts table 206 for messages to attempt 
to transmit to recipients. Each such message is dispatched to the appropriate interface of 
the one or more interfaces 250, which are software forming part of interfaces 120 in 
1 5 figure 1 . Each of interfaces 250 formats any messages sent to it for transmission and 
initiates transmission of such messages. The dispatcher or the appropriate interface can 
monitor whether a message is successfully transmitted and can ensure that a 
predetermined number of attempts to send each message are made until the message is 
successfully sent or the attempt is regarded as a failure (and an appropriate entry can be 
20 made in the attempts table). An attempt can fail due to the lack of a dial tone, a busy 
signal, the failure of a recipient to answer a call, the unavailability of a server, or other 
reasons. If the attempt fails, the dispatcher can optionally extract another associated 
contact number from the acn table (or the filter or another module can do so or can 
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utilize a different table for such purpose) and attempt to contact the recipient using the 
other associated contact number. 

If a message is successfully transmitted, the dispatcher creates an expected reply 
entry in replies tables 208, described below in tables 5 and 6. The dispatcher 

5 periodically monitors repUes tables 208 to determine whether more than a predetermined 
amount of time has elapsed since the underlying message was transmitted. If so, 
dispatcher 240 can make an entry in messages table 204 and can optionally extract 
another associated contact number from the acn table (or the filter or another module can 
do so or can utilize a different table for such purpose) and attempt to contact the recipient 

1 0 using the other associated contact number. 

If one of interfaces 250 receives a reply from a recipient, such reply is forwarded 
to dispatcher 240 or another module for forwarding to the sender or compilation into a 
composite report. 

Referring to figure 3 and tables 1 through 7, a portion of an exemplary database 
15 usable in conjunction with the present invention is illustrated. Those skilled in the art 
will appreciate that a production database would contain a greater number of tables and 
of fields and that the database might be fully normalized. Such details have been omitted 
in order to illustrate the inventive concepts of the present invention without obscuring 
such concepts with an excessive amount of detail. 

20 Table Registrant, illustrated below in table 1, contains information regarding 

senders, including the name, address, telephone number, e-mail address, facsimile 
number, and payment status of each sender. It also contains references to pending 
message tasks relating to the sender. The latter category of information in particular 
might be stored in a separate table, depending on the particular implementation of the 
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present invention. Table Registrant is related to Table Registrant_Security, described 
below in table 7, in a one-to-one relationship and to Tables Task and 
Unprocessed Contact in one-to-many relationships, with each Registrant record 
potentially relating to many Task or Unprocessed_Contact records. 

5 



TABLE 1: Registrant 



FIELD NAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Registrant ID 


integer 


Identification number, primary key of table 


First Name 


text 


Sender's first name 


Last Name 


text 


Sender's last name 


Middle Initial 


text 


Sender's middle initial 


Title 


text 


Sender's title 


Address 1 


text 


Sender's address (Une 1) 


Address2 


text 


Sender's address (line 2) 


City 


text 


Sender' s city 


State 


text 


Sender's state 


Zip 


text 


Sender's ZIP code or other postal code 


Email 


text 


Sender's e-mail address; secondary key field 


Country 


text 


Sender's country 


Phone Country 


text 


Sender's telephone country code 


Phone 


text 


Sender's telephone number 


Phone Ext 


text 


Sender's telephone extension number 


Fax Country 


text 


Sender's facsimile country code 


Fax 


text 


Sender's facsimile number 


Fax Ext 


text 


Sender's facsimile extension 


Pager 


text 


Sender's pager number 


Login Name 


text 


Sender's username 


Passwrd 


text 


Sender's password 


Short Name 


text 


Sender's name 


Short Name Title 


text 


Sender's title 


Registration Date 


date/time 


Date sender registered 


Revision Date 


date/time 


Date sender revised registrant data 


Payment_Status 


text 


Sender's payment status (e.g., no bills 
outstanding, bills outstanding, past due bills 
outstanding, etc.) 


Email Status 


text 


Sender's e-mail status (e.g., vahd, invalid, etc.) 


Number_Of_Tasks 


integer 


Number of outstanding message tasks to be 
completed for sender 


Last Taskl ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Taskl Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Task2 ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 
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Last Task2 Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Tasks ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Tasks Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Task4 ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Task4 Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Tasks ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Tasks Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Task6 ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Task6 Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Task? ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Task? Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Tasks ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Tasks Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last Task9 ID 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last Task9 Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 


Last TasklO ED 


integer 


Message task identification number 


Last TasklO Date 


date/time 


Date message task created 



Table Task, illustrated below in table 2, contains information regarding each task, 
including references to the sender to whom it relates and the contact record to be used in 
5 sending it. It also contains the subject and text of the message. Table Task is related to 
Table Unprocessed Contact, described below in table 4, in one-to-many relationships, 
with each Task record potentially relating to many Unprocessed_Contact records. 



10 TABLE 2: Task 



FIELDNAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Task ID 


integer 


Identification number, primary key of table 


RegistrantID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
Registrant 


Registrant Short Name 


text 


Registrant's name 


Subject 


text 


Subject of message 


First_Contact_ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
contact 


Message 


text 


Text of message 


Creation Date 


date/time 


Date message task created; secondary key field 


Authorize Recipient To Relay 


integer 


Recipient's authorization to relay messages 


Total Contacts 


integer 


Total number of recipients of message task 


Processed_Contacts 


integer 


Number of recipients with respect to whom 
processing is complete 
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I Completion_Date | date/time | Date by which message task is to be completed | 

Table Contact, illustrated below in table 3, contains information regarding 
recipients, including the name, telephone number, and e-mail address of each recipient, 
5 as well as status information regarding contact attempts. Table Contact is related to 
Tables Expected_Calls, described below in table 6, and Expected_Email, described 
below in table 5, in many-to-one relationships with each contact record potentially 
relating to many Expected_Calls or Expected_Email records. 



10 

TABLES: Contact 



FIELDNAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Contact ID 


integer 


Identification number; prmiary key of table 


1 asKLU 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table Task; 
secondary key of table Contact 


Mode 


integer 


Preferred communications mode of this contact 
record 


Email 


text 


Recipient's e-mail address 


Country 


text 


Recipient's telephone country code 


Phone 


text 


Recipients' telephone number 


Ext 


text 


Recipient's telephone extension 


Contact_When 


integer 


Time of day when recipient should be contacted 
using contact data in this record 


Creation_Time 


date/time 


Time when contact record created; secondary key 
of table 


Contact End 


date/time 


Date when contact will cease being valid 


Contact End Time 


date/time 


Time when contact will cease being valid 


Seq_Number 


integer 


Number of contact record within set of contact 
records relating to the present recipient 


Alternate 


integer 


Number of contact record to be utilized if another 
contact record is required 


Name 


text 


Name of recipient 


Last_Contact 


date/time 


Last time recipient was contacted using data in 
this contact record 


Status 


integer 


Status of message (e.g., not yet sent, waiting for 
reply, reply received, etc.) 


Response 


integer 


Whether a response has been received fi"om the 
recipient 


Minutes 


integer 


Minutes recipient took to reply 
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Alternate_Delay 


integer 


Length of time before another contact record will 




be utilized 



Table Unprocessed_Contacts, illustrated below in table 4, contains references to 
tables Task, Contact, and Registrant, as well as information relating to the 
5 communications channel to be used in a particular contact, the time when the task was 
created, and the time when the task is to be abandoned, if not earlier completed. 



TABLE 4: UnprocessedContacts 
10 



FIELDNAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Task_ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table Task; 
part of primary key of table 
Unprocessed Contacts 


Contact_ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
Contact; part of primary key of table 
Unprocessed Contacts 


RegistrantID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
Registrant 


Mode 


integer 


Communications mode by which recipient is to be 
contacted (e.g., e-mail, telephone, etc.) 


TimeStamp 


date/time 


Time at which this contact was created; part of 
primary key of table Unprocessed Contacts 


Contact_End 


date/time 


Time at which to cease attempting to deliver 
message to this recipient 



Table Expected_Email, illustrated below in table 5, contains information 



regarding e-mail messages expected to be received in response to messages, including 
the e-mail address of the recipient and references to the Task and Contact tables. 



15 

TABLES: Expected_Email 



FIELD NAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Task ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table Task 


ContactID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
Contact 


Email 


text 


E-mail address of recipient; primary key of table 
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Table Expected_Calls, illustrated below in table 6, contains information 
regarding telephone messages expected to be received in response to messages, including 
the telephone number of the recipient and references to the Task and Contact tables. 

5 



TABLE 6: Expected_Calls 



FIELDNAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Task ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table Task 


Contact_ID 


integer 


Identification number; primary key of table 
Contact 


Phoneno 


text 


Telephone number of recipient; primary key of 
table 



Table Registrant_Security, illustrated below in table 1, contains information 



10 regarding senders that must remain secure, including their usernames, passwords, and 
credit card numbers. Optionally, this table can be protected by more thorough security 
measures than the other tables in the database. 



15 TABLE 7: Registrant_Security 



FIELD NAME 


TYPE 


DESCRIPTION 


Login Name 


text 


Username of sender 




Login Passwd 


text 


Password of sender 


Login_Name_And_P as swd 


text 


Combined username and password of sender; 
primary key of table 


Credit_Card_Type 


text 


Type of sender's credit card (e.g., VISA, 
American Express, etc.) 


Credit Card Number 


text 


Sender' s credit card number 


Credit Card Expiration Date 


text 


Expiration date of sender's credit card 



Referring to figures 4, 6 A, and 6B, a method in accordance with a preferred 
20 embodiment of the present invention is illustrated. In step 400, a sender is prompted to 



Dkt# 



367059-101 



-28- 

provide a message. The sender can be prompted using whichever one of interfaces 120 
the sender is using to contact message software 106. For example, the sender can access 
message software 106 by calling a predetermined telephone number using a mobile 
telephone or a traditional landline telephone. In such a case, the sender wUl be prompted 
5 to provide a message by the playing of a recorded message giving the sender the option 
to provide a message and instructions for doing so (typically pressing or saying one or 
more numbers, uttering the message, and pressing or saying one or more numbers). The 
sender can first be prompted to identify himself by entering or saying one or more 
numbers or words, such as a usemame or account number and a password or PIN. If the 

10 sender accesses message software 106 over the Web, the sender typically navigates to a 
predetermined Web site, where the sender is so prompted by the display of a message or 
one or more interface elements, such as text entry or memo boxes, menu choices, or a 
command line, such as memo control 610 illustrated in figure 6 A. In addition to 
prompting the sender to provide the text of a message, the sender can be prompted to 

15 provide a message subject, a type of data to be collected from the recipient (such as yes 
or no answers, dates, dollar amounts, integers, or other forms of data), a message to be 
left if the message is sent by telephone and the telephone call is answered by a voicemail 
system, and a series of custom prompts to be provided to the recipient (such as "press or 
say 'one' for yes, 'two' for no, 'three' for no opinion, ...."). 

20 In step 402, which can occur before, at the same time as, or after step 400, the 

sender is prompted to identify one or more recipients of the message. If the sender is 
accessing message software 106 over the Web, the user can be prompted to enter, for 
each contact, a name, one or more of a telephone number, e-mail address, or other 
contact number or address, the order in which contact numbers should be utilized if more 
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than one is given, optionally a starting date and time when this contact number will be 
valid, optionally an expiration date and time when this contact number will no longer be 
valid, and optionally a delay period to elapse prior to the forwarding of the message to 
the recipient. In a first embodiment, all such information is entered by the sender; in 
5 other embodiments, however, other users can enter a portion or all of such information. 
For example, each recipient can be prompted to enter his or her data, which can be stored 
in an address book subsequently made available to the sender. Similarly, in an intra- 
company or intra-organizational embodiment, a system administrator or a manager can 
be prompted to enter all such data, or merely a ranking of contact numbers entered by the 
10 recipients. 

The user is prompted to enter such information by the display of a message or 
one or more interface elements, such as text entry or memo boxes, menu choices, or a 
command line, such as contact entry controls 620 illustrated in figure 6 A. If the sender 
is accessing message software 106 using a telephone interface, the sender can be 
1 5 prompted to enter similar information orally or using a telephone keypad. In any case, if 
the user has previously entered any contacts (or if contacts have been imported), the user 
can be prompted by providing the user with a searchable address book. 

In step 404, the sender is prompted to rank the associated contact numbers in the 
order in which the sender desires the associated contact numbers to be used in sending 
20 the message to the recipient or recipients. Typically, the sender will rank the associated 
contact numbers only once for each recipient and will reuse such rankings from message 
to message, although the ranking can depend on a condition such as the day of the week 
and the time of the day. For example, a sender might choose to rank a particular 
recipient's associated contact numbers in the following order (from highest to lowest) (1) 
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business telephone number, (2) mobile telephone number, (3) business e-mail address, 
(4) business facsimile number, (5) home telephone number, and (6) home e-mail address 
for contacts initiated during business hours and (1) home telephone number, (2) mobile 
telephone number, (3) home e-mail address, (4) business facsimile number, (5) business 

5 e-mail address, and (6) business telephone number for contacts initiated other than 
during business hours. The sender can be prompted to rank the associated contact 
numbers by presenting a Ust of such associated contact numbers to the sender together 
with a series of text entry controls into which rankings can be entered if the sender is 
accessing message software 106 over the Web or by a recorded message reading such a 

1 0 list to the sender and offering the sender the opportunity to rank each associated contact 
number using a telephone keypad if the sender is accessing message software 106 using 
a telephone. 

In step 406, the message is sent to the highest ranked associated contact number. 
The appropriate interface of interfaces 120 formats the message for transmission 
1 5 depending on the type of the associated contact number. For example, if the associated 
contact number is a telephone number, a recorded message will be played to the 
recipient. The main body of this message will be the message recorded by the sender 
using a telephone, the message entered by the sender using e-mail after conversion to 
voice format using text to voice software, or the message as formatted following entry by 
20 other means. Also included in the transmitted message can be any or all of a subj ect line, 
a set of reply options (such as "yes", "no", "do not call here again", and "send reply 
message"), and an explanation of the messaging system. If the message is transmitted to 
a telephone number that includes an extension, the extension will be automatically 
dialed. Optionally, if a message is not successfiiUy transmitted, message software 106 
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retransmits the message (but no more than a predetermined number of times or for no 
longer than a predetermined period of time). The message may not be successftilly 
transmitted if no dial tone is available, a busy signal is received, a telephone call is not 
answered, an Internet resource is unavailable, etc. 

5 In step 408, the recipient is prompted to provide a reply by the display or playing 

of a visual or audible set of reply options, such as "yes", "no", "do not call here again", 
and "send reply message". In step 410, message software 106 waits a predetermined 
amount of time, which can be as little as zero seconds, but typically is an amount of time 
deemed reasonable for the preparation of a reply to the message by the recipient. In step 

10 412, following the conclusion of the waiting period, steps 406 through 410 are repeated 
if no response has been received by message software 106 using the next lower ranked 
associated contact number until a reply is received or each associated contact number has 
been used without receiving a reply. In step 414, the reply is forwarded to the sender. 
Typically, the reply is forwarded using a communication channel previously selected by 

15 the sender. Moreover, the reply can be forwarded when received or as part of a 

composite report forwarded periodically or after receipt of a predetermined number or 
percentage of repUes from all recipients. A composite report can include a hsting of all 
rephes and failures to reply, composite statistics regarding such data, or both. An 
exemplary composite report is illustrated in figure 6B. The method then terminates. 

20 Figure 6C illustrates an interface screen allowing the user to set an array of 

options described in more detail above. The user is also able to send a message from this 
screen. However, in other embodiments of the present invention, the customization 
options can be included in an interface screen from which no messages can be sent. 
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Referring to figure 5, a second method in accordance with the present invention 
is illustrated. In step 500, a sender of an inbound message is prompted to send a 
message. The sender is presented with one or more sets of prompts, typically including 
questions. For example, if the sender is a consumer of a product and the recipient is the 
5 product's manufacturer or a related party, the prompts may include questions relating to 
the identity of the product, demographic data relating to the consumer, and the 
consumer's level of satisfaction with the product. If the sender is a consultant providing 
hours worked and the recipient is responsible for entering such information into a billing 
system, the questions might relate to the amount of work performed, a description of the 
1 0 type of work performed, the identity of the client for whom the work was performed, and 
the date and location at which the work was performed. 

In step 502, the recipient is prompted to select an interface by which forwarded 
messages are to be received by the recipient. This interface need not utilize the same 
medium of communications as that utilized by the sender. For example, a recipient 

15 could provide multiple associated contact numbers, including a telephone number and an 
e-mail address. The recipient could nevertheless choose in step 502 to receive all 
messages by e-mail. Any message received from a sender calling the telephone number 
would be converted to text and sent as e-mail to the recipient, either as an individual 
message or as part of a composite report, depending on the implementation of the present 

20 method and, optionally, the recipient's preferences. 

In step 504, each message is forwarded to the recipient using the selected 
interface. In some implementations, each message is forwarded individually as it is 
received. In other implementations, messages are forwarded periodically to the recipient 
as part of a composite report. This composite report can include each message in its 
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entirety, summary data relating to the messages, or both the individual messages and the 
summary data. In yet other implementations, the recipient can select whether to receive 
the message individually or as part of periodic composite reports, or both. 

Referring to figure 7, a third method in accordance with the present invention is 
5 illustrated. In step 700, an inbound recipient is optionally prompted to provide at least 
one associated contact number if the message being sent is an inbound message. 
Inbound messages can be used to provide customer feedback regarding products, to 
collect specific information on a regular basis, such as numbers of hours worked by 
professionals and sales figures of salesmen among other uses. Accordingly, in some 

10 implementations, only a single associated contact number is necessary. Additional 
associated contact numbers can be used to provide a choice in the medium of 
communication to be used (such as e-mail or telephone) or to provide redundant 
ahernative contact numbers to alleviate anticipated load problems. At least one 
associated contact number is then provided to anticipated senders of inbound messages. 

1 5 Step 700 (if it is performed) can be performed as an initial step or at any other time prior 
to the performance of step 712. 

In step 702, an inbound recipient is optionally prompted to customize at least one 
of the number of prompts to be provided to a sender, the text of each prompt, the type of 
data expected to be received in response to each prompt, the number of sets of such 
20 prompts, and optionally other properties. Step 700 (if it is performed) can be performed 
at any time prior to the performance of step 712. 

In step 704, the sender is prompted to provide a message. If the sender is the 
sender of an outbound message, the sender can be prompted in a manner similar to that 
described in connection with step 400 of the method illustrated in figure 4. If the sender 
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is the sender of an inbound message, the sender is presented with one or more sets of 
prompts, typically including questions. For example, if the sender is a consumer of a 
product and the recipient is the product's manufacturer or a related party, the prompts 
may include questions relating to the identity of the product, demographic data relating 
5 to the consumer, and the consumer's level of satisfaction with the product. If the sender 
is a consultant providing hours worked and the recipient is responsible for entering such 
information into a billing system, the questions might relate to the amount of work 
performed, a description of the type of work performed, the identity of the client for 
whom the work was performed, and the date and location at which the work was 
10 performed. 

In step 706, an outbound sender is optionally prompted to customize if the 
message is an outbound message. The outbound sender can be prompted to customize 
one or more of when the message will be sent, the number of prompts to be provided to a 
sender, the text of each prompt, the type of data expected to be received in response to 
15 each prompt, the number of sets of such prompts, and optionally other properties. Step 
706 (if it is performed) can be performed at any time prior to the performance of step 
712. 

In step 708, a message received from the sender in voice form can optionally be 
converted to text form using automatic speech recognition. Prompts and other data 
20 received from the sender in voice form can also optionaUy be converted to text form 

using automatic speech recognition. If messages, prompts, and other data are to be used 
in the form received, conversion is not necessary. For example, a message received in 
voice form can be replayed without conversion if the message is to be delivered by 
telephone or can be stored in a .wav or other file as part of an e-mail message, allowing 
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the recipient to replay the message using a computer. Of course, messages can be 
required to be provided in text form in some embodiments, eli m inating the need to 
convert from voice to text, or can be required to be provided in the form to be used, 
ehminating the need for any conversion. If messages or prompts need to be converted 
5 from text to voice such conversion may be performed as a part of step 708 or at another 
time. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that conversion of text to voice is less 
complicated than conversion of voice to text and can be performed with greater accuracy. 
Step 708 (if it is performed) can be performed at any time subsequent to the receipt of 
the data to be converted and prior to the performance of step 712. 

10 In step 710, the sender is prompted to select a recipient. If the message is an 

inbound message, the sender is so prompted by providing to the sender at least one 
associated contact number at which the sender can provide a message to the recipient. If 
the message is an outbound message, the sender is so prompted in a manner similar to 
that in which the sender is so prompted in step 402 of the method illustrated in figure 4. 

1 5 In step 712, the message is sent to at least one associated contact number. If the 

message is an outbound message, the message can optionally be sent repeatedly to 
different associated contact numbers until a reply is received as described in connection 
with figure 4 above. If the message is an inbound message, the message is typically sent 
to only one associated contact number, unless transmission of the message is 

20 unsuccessful, in which case the message can be retransmitted to the same or a different 
associated contact number in different implementations of the present method. 

In step 714, if the message is an outbound message sent by means of a telephone 
call and the recipient answers the call, the recipient is provided with the message and a 
series of prompts (such as "press or say 'one' for yes, press or say 'two' for no, ...."). In 
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step 716, if the message is an outbound message sent by means of a telephone call and a 
voicemail system answers the call, a message is automatically recorded on the voicemail 
system including a telephone number for the recipient to call. For example, when the 
telephone call is answered (by a human or a machuie), the answering party can be 
5 prompted with an appropriate prompt (e.g., "push or say 'one' to continue") and the 
absence of a response to such a prompt can be interpreted as indicating the presence of a 
voicemail system, in which case a message can be recorded after the detection of an 
appropriate voicemail tone or beep. Optionally, a party other than the recipient 
answering a telephone call can be offered the choice of receiving a telephone number for 

] 0 the recipient to call by means of an appropriate answer to an appropriate prompt (e.g., 
"push or say 'one' to continue or push or say 'two' to receive a telephone number to call 
back at a later time"). In step 718, if the recipient places a call to the telephone number 
provided in step 716, the recipient is provided with the message and the series of 
prompts that would have been provided to the recipient in step 714 had the recipient then 

1 5 answered the telephone call. 

In step 720, data received from an outbound recipient in response to prompts 
provided to the recipient are optionally validated. Step 720 can be performed at the time 
that each datum is received or subsequently. The validation can be based on a data type 
provided by the sender in response to step 706. For example, if the data type is date, and 
20 a date data type consists of eight digits in a particular implementation, with the first two 
digits indicating the month, the next two indicating the day, and the last four indicating 
the year, a response might be checked to ensure that (1) it contained eight digits, (2) that 
the first two digits together formed a number between one and twelve, (3) that the next 
two digits formed a number between one and thirty-one (or optionally between one and 
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twenty-eight to thirty-one depending on the month), and (4) that the last four digits 
formed a number between a reasonable beginning year (such as 1880) and a reasonable 
ending year (such as 2100). If invalid data are received, the recipient may be prompted 
to re-enter the data (if validation is performed during the telephone call) or the invalid 
5 data may be noted in a report supplied to the sender. After vaHdation (if any) is 

performed, any data received is forwarded to the sender. The method then terminates. 

While this invention has been described with an emphasis upon preferred 
embodiments, it will be obvious to those of ordinary skill in the art that variations in the 
preferred devices and methods can be used and that it is intended that the invention can 
10 be practiced otherwise than as specifically described herein. Accordingly, this invention 
includes all modifications encompassed within the spirit and scope of the invention as 
defined by the claims that follow. 
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That which is claimed is: 

1. A method of automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of 
the message, comprising: 

(a) prompting the sender to provide a message; 
5 (b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having a 

plurality of associated contact numbers; 

(c) prompting a user to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the 
recipient identified in response to step (b) from highest to lowest; 

(d) sending the message provided in response to step (a) to the highest ranked 
10 associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent; 

(e) prompting the recipient of the message to provide a reply to the message; 

(f) waiting at least a predetermined amount of time; 

(g) if no response to the message is received, repeating steps (d) through (g) 
with respect to the next highest ranked associated contact number until a response is 

15 received or the message has been sent to all associated contact numbers; and 

(h) forwarding the response to the sender. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the call time of the sender is less than the call 
time of the recipient. 

3 . The method of claim 1, wherein the call time of the sender is less than the call 
20 time of the sender would have been had the sender communicated with the recipient by 

multi-party telephone call. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
recipient for sending the response is the same as the channel of communication utiUzed 
by the sender for sending the message. 
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5. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
recipient for sending the response is different from the channel of communication 
utilized by the sender for sending the message. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
5 sender for sending the message is e-mail. 

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
sender for sending the message is paging. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
sender for sending the message is by automated telephone call. 

10 9. The method of claim 8, further comprising the step of: 

(i) if the automated telephone call sent in step (d) is connected but after the 
performance of step (f) no response to the message has been received, prompting the 
recipient to reply to the telephone call at a later time. 

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the channel of communication utilized by the 
15 sender for sending the message is by facsimile. 

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 

(i) repeating steps (b) through (h) with respect to one or more additional 
recipients. 

12. The method of claim 1 1, wherein each response forwarded to the sender in an 
20 iteration of step (h) is forwarded separately from responses forwarded in other iterations 

of step (h). 

13. The method of claim 1 1, wherein two or more responses forwarded to the sender 
in different iterations of step (h) are forwarded together. 

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the two or more responses forwarded together 
25 are forwarded as part of a composite report. 



Dkt# 



367059-101 



-40- 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the composite report comprises a listing of each 
successful message transmission. 

16. The method of claim 14, wherein the composite report comprises a listing of each 
response. 

5 17. The method of claim 14, wherein the composite report comprises summary data 
relating to all of the responses. 

18. The method of claim 1 1, further comprising: 

(j) prompting the current recipient to indicate whether to send the current 
recipient's response to the other recipients of the sender's message; and 
1 0 (k) if the current recipient indicates in response to step (j) that the response 

should be sent to the other recipients, sending the current recipient's response to the 
other recipients of the sender's message. 

19. The method of claim 1 , wherein the user prompted to rank the plurality of 
associated contact numbers in step (c) is the sender. 

1 5 20. The method of claim 1 , wherein the user prompted to rank the plurality of 
associated contact numbers in step (c) is the recipient. 

21 . The method of claim 1, wherein the user prompted to rank the plurality of 
associated contact numbers in step (c) is neither the sender nor the recipient. 

22. The method of claim 1, wherein if the user fails to provide a ranking of 

20 associated contact numbers in response to step (c), a default ranking is used in steps (d) 
through (g). 

23. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 

(i) prompting a user to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the 
recipient identified in response to step (b) from highest to lowest in a second ordering 
25 and to supply a condition, 
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wherein, if the user provides a second ranking in response to step (i), the ordering 
utilized in steps (d) through (h) is selected based on the condition. 
24. The method of claim 23, wherein the condition comprises a criterion relating to 
the time of day at which the message is being sent. 
5 25. The method of claim 23, wherein the condition comprises a criterion relating to 
the day of the week on which the message is being sent. 

26. The method of claim 23, wherein the condition comprises a criterion relating to 
the identity of the sender. 

27. The method of claim 23, wherein the condition comprises a criterion relating to 
10 the content of the message. 

28. The method of claim 1, further comprising; 

(i) prompting a user to provide an expiration time for at least one associated 
contact number, 

wherein if the expiration time of an associated contact number has passed prior to 
1 5 the performance of an iteration of step (d), the expired associated contact number is not 
utilized in the performance of the current and any subsequent iterations of step (d). 

29. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 

(i) prompting a user to provide a commencement time for at least one 
associated contact number, 
20 wherein if the performance of an iteration of step (d) occurs prior to the 

commencement time of an associated contact number, the associated contact number is 
not utilized in the performance of the current iteration of step (d). 

30. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 

(i) prompting a user to provide a start time. 
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wherein, if a user provides a start time in response to step (i), steps (d) through 
(h) are delayed until the start time. 

3 1 . The method of claim 1, wherein the predetermined amount of time is equal to 
zero seconds. 

5 32. The method of claim 1, wherein the predetermined amount of time exceeds zero 
seconds. 

33 . The method of claim 1, wherein the predetermined amount of time depends on 
the channel of communication used for sending the message in the current iteration of 
step (d). 

10 34. The method of claim 1, flirther comprising: 

(i) prompting a user to provide an amount of time, 
wherein, if the user provides an amount of time in response to step (i), the 
predetermined amount of time in step (f) is equal to the amount of time provided by the 
user in response to step (i). 
15 35. The method of claim 1, fiirther comprising: 

(i) converting a verbal message provided by the sender in response to step (a) 
into textual form. 

36. The method of claim 35, wherein the message is sent to at least one recipient by 
e-mail. 

20 37. The method of claim 1, fiirther comprising: 

(i) converting a verbal response provided by the recipient in response to step 
(e) into textual form. 

38. The method of claim 1, wherein step (a) is performed over the Web; 
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wherein step (a) comprises prompting the sender to provide a message subject, a 
message body, one or more prompts to be provided to the recipient, and a type of data to 
be collected; 

wherein step (a) further comprises prompting the sender to provide a message to 
5 be provided if the message is sent by telephone call and the telephone call is answered by 
a voicemail system; 

wherein the response of the recipient to the message is received using automatic 
speech recognition if the message is sent to a telephone number; 

wherein step (b) comprises providing a searchable address book to the sender; 

10 and 

wherein step (d) comprises, in the case of a message being sent to an associated 
contact number that includes a telephone extension, automatically dialing both the 
telephone number and the telephone extension. 

39. The method of claim 35, wherein the response is sent to the sender by e-mail. 
15 40. The method of claim 1 , wherein if the transmission of a message using an 

associated contact number is not successful in step (d), the message is retransmitted to 
the same associated contact number until the message is successfully transmitted to the 
associated contact number or until a predetermined number of transmissions have been 
unsuccessful. 

20 41. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 

(i) prompting the recipient to indicate the recipient's response is urgent, 
wherein, if the recipient indicates that the response is urgent, the response is sent 
to the sender within a predetermined amount of time. 
42. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 
25 (i) prompting a sender to contact an operator, 
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wherein the operator has access to data relating to the sender's message. 

43 . The method of claim 1, wherein the message provided by the sender in response 
to step (a) comprises a plurality of questions; and 

wherein the recipient is prompted in step (e) to provide an answer to each 
5 question in the sender's message. 

44. A method of automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of 
the message, comprising steps for: 

(a) receiving a message and a ranked set of associated contact numbers from 
the sender; 

1 0 (b) sending the message received in step (a) to the recipient at the highest 

ranked associated contact number to which the message can be successfully sent; 

(c) receiving a reply to the message from the recipient; and 

(d) forwarding the response to the sender. 

45. A system for automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of 
15 the message, comprising: 

means for prompting the sender to provide a message; 

means for prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having a 
plurality of associated contact numbers; 

means for prompting a user to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the 
20 recipient identified by the sender from highest to lowest; 

means for sending the message provided by the sender to the highest ranked 
associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent; 

means for prompting the recipient of the message to provide a reply to the 
message; 

25 means for waiting at least a predetermined amount of time; 
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means for repeatedly sending the message provided by the sender to the highest 
ranked associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent, prompting 
the recipient of the message to provide a reply to the message, and waiting at least a 
predetermined amount of time until a response is received or the message has been sent 
5 to all associated contact numbers; if no response to the message is received; and 

means for forwarding the response to the sender. 

46. A computer-readable medium having stored thereon computer-executable 
instructions for performing the steps comprising: 

(a) prompting the sender to provide a message; 
1 0 (b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having a 

plurality of associated contact numbers; 

(c) prompting a user to rank the associated contact numbers relating to the 
recipient identified in response to step (b) from highest to lowest; 

(d) sending the message provided in response to step (a) to the highest ranked 
1 5 associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent; 

(e) prompting the recipient of the message to provide a reply to the message; 

(f) waiting at least a predetermined amount of time; 

(g) if no response to the message is received, repeating steps (d) through (g) 
with respect to the next highest ranked associated contact number until a response is 

20 received or the message has been sent to all associated contact numbers; and 

(h) forwarding the response to the sender. 

47. A system for automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of 
the message, comprising: 

a processor; 

25 a memory connected to said processor; 
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at least one communication interface in communication with said processor; 
a display in communication with said processor; and 
an input device in communication with said processor, 

wherein said processor causes the sender to be prompted to provide a message; 
5 wherein said processor causes the sender to be prompted to identify a recipient, 

the recipient having a plurality of associated contact numbers; 

wherein said processor causes a user to be prompted to rank the associated 
contact numbers relating to the identified recipient from highest to lowest; 

wherein said processor causes the message to be sent to the highest ranked 
10 associated contact number to which the message has not yet been sent; 

wherein said processor causes the recipient of the message to be prompted to 
provide a reply to the message; 

wherein said processor waits at least a predetermined amount of time; 
wherein said processor repeatedly causes the message provided by the sender to 
15 be sent to the highest ranked associated contact number to which the message has not yet 
been sent, said processor causes the recipient of the message to be prompted to provide a 
reply to the message, and said processor waits at least a predetermined amount of time 
until a response is received or the message has been sent to all associated contact 
numbers; if no response to the message is received; and 
20 wherein said processor causes the response to be forwarded to the sender. 

48. The system of claim 47, wherein said communication interface comprises an 
Internet connection. 

49. The system of claim 47, wherein said communication interface comprises a 
facsimile device. 
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50. The system of claim 47, wherein said communication interface comprises a 
telephone connection. 

5 1 . The system of claim 47, wherein said communication interface comprises voice 
recognition code. 

5 52. The system of claim 47, wherein said input device comprises a keypad. 

53 . The system of claim 47, wherein said input device comprises a microphone. 

54. The system of claim 47, wherein said input device comprises a keyboard. 

55. The system of claim 47, wherein said input device comprises a pointing device. 

56. The system of claim 47, further comprising: 
1 0 at least one database stored in said memory. 

57. The system of claim 56, wherein said at least one database comprises at least one 
table for storing associated contact numbers, at least one table for storing unsent 
messages, and at least one table for storing data relating to expected responses to 
messages. 

15 58. A method of processing messages, comprising: 

prompting each of a plurality of senders to send a message using one of a 
plurality of interfaces, including at least a telephone interface and an e-mail interface; 

prompting a recipient to select an interface by which messages are to be 
forwarded to the recipient from a plurality of interfaces, including at least a telephone 
20 interface and an e-mail interface; and 

forwarding each message sent by the plurality of senders to the recipient utilizing 
the interface selected by the recipient in step (b). 

59. A method of processing inbound and outbound messages, comprising: 

(a) prompting an inbound recipient to provide at least one associated contact 
25 number; 
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(b) prompting a sender to provide a message; 

(c) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having at least 
one associated contact number; and 

(d) sending the message to at least one of the at least one associated contact 
5 number, 

wherein, if the message is an outbound message, the sender is prompted to 
provide the message over the Web in step (b); and 

wherein, if the message is an inbound message, the recipient is prompted to 
provide at least one associated contact number in step (a). 
10 60. The method of claim 59, wherein the recipient identified in step (c) is the inbound 
recipient prompted in step (a). 

61. The method of claim 59, wherein the recipient identified in step (c) is an 
outbound recipient. 

62. A method of processing inbound messages, comprising: 

15 (a) prompting a sender to provide a message in voice form; 

(b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having at least 
one associated contact number; 

(c) converting the message provided by the sender in response to step (a) to 
text form; and 

20 (d) sending the message to at least one of the at least one associated contact 

number. 

63. A method of processing outbound messages, comprising: 

(a) prompting a sender to provide a message in voice form; 

(b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having at least 
25 one associated contact number; 
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(c) converting the message provided by the sender in response to step (a) to 
text form; and 

(d) sending the message to at least one of the at least one associated contact 
number. 

5 64. A method of automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of 
the message, comprising: 

(a) prompting a sender to provide a message; 

(b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient; 

(c) placing a telephone call to the recipient; 

10 (d) providing the message and a set of prompts to the recipient if the recipient 

answers the telephone call; 

(e) automatically recording a message including a telephone number to call 
back if the telephone call is answered by a voicemail system; and 

(f) if the recipient places a telephone call to the telephone number provided 
15 in step (e), providing the message and a set of prompts to the recipient. 

65. A method of processing outbound messages, comprising: 

(a) prompting a sender to provide a message; 

(b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having at least 
one associated contact number; 

20 (c) prompting the sender to customize at least one of the time at which the 

message will be sent, the text of at least one prompt, the number of prompts in the set of 
prompts to be provided to the recipient, the number of iterations of the set of prompts, 
and the type of data to be received in response to at least one prompt; 

(d) sending the message to at least one of the at least one associated contact 
25 number; and 
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(e) providing at least one prompt to the recipient. 
66. The method of claim 65, further comprising: 

(f) validating data received in response to a prompt provided in step (e) based 
at least in part on a data type relating to the prompt received in response to step (c). 

5 67. A method of processing inbound messages, comprising: 

(a) prompting a sender to provide a message; 

(b) prompting the sender to identify a recipient, the recipient having at least 
one associated contact number; 

(c) prompting the recipient to customize at least one of the text of at least one 
1 0 prompt, the number of prompts in the set of prompts to be provided to the sender, the 

number of iterations of the set of prompts, and the type of data to be received in response 
to at least one prompt; 

(d) providing at least one prompt to the sender; and 

(e) sending the message to at least one of the at least one associated contact 
15 number. 

68. The method of claim 65, further comprising: 

(f) validating data received in response to a prompt provided in step (e) based 
at least in part on a data type relating to the prompt received in response to step (c). 



Dkt# 367059-101 



Abstract 

A method of automatically forwarding a response to a message to the sender of the 
message, wherein the sender is prompted to provide a message, the sender is prompted to 
identify a recipient, the recipient having a plurality of associated contact numbers, a user is 
prompted to rank the identified associated contact numbers relating to the recipient from 
highest to lowest, the message is sent to the highest ranked associated contact number to 
which the message has not yet been sent, the recipient of the message is prompted to provide 
a reply to the message, at least a predetermined amount of time is waited, until a response is 
received or the message has been sent to all associated contact numbers, the message is 
repeatedly sent to the next highest ranked associated contact number (and the recipient is 
prompted and the predetermined amount of time is waited), and the response is forwarded to 
the sender. 
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF REVIEW OF PAPERS AND DUTY OF CANDOR 

I hereby state that I have reviewed and understand the contents of the above identified 
specification, including the claims. 

I acknowledge a duty of good faith and candor, including a duty to disclose all information 
known to me, which is material to patentability as defined in 37, Code of Federal Regulations, 
Section 1.56. 

PRIORITY CLAIM 

I hereby claim foreign priority benefits under Title 35, United States Code, Section 1 19 (a)-(d) of 
any foreign apphcation(s) for patent or inventor's certificate hsted below and have also identified 
below any foreign appUcation for patent or inventor's certificate having a filing date before that 
of the apphcation on which priority is claimed: 

Prior Foreign Application(s) 

Date Filed Priority Claimed 
Number Country (mo/day/year) { } 

I hereby claim the benefit under Title 35, United States Code, Section 120 of any United States 
application(s) listed below and, insofar as the subject matter of each of the claims of this 
application is not disclosed in the prior United States apphcation in the manner provided by the 
first paragraph of Title 35, United States Code, Section 112, we acknowledge the duty to disclose 



material information as defined in Title 37, Code of Federal Regulations, Section 1, 56(a) which 
occurred between the filing date of the prior appUcation and the national or PCT international 
filing date of this application: 



Application 
Serial No> 



Filing Date 

March 14, 2000 



60/189,089 



POWER OF ATTORNEY: 

As a named inventor, I hereby appoint the following attorneys to prosecute this application and 
transact all business in the Patent and Trademark Office connected therewith. 



Address all correspondence and telephone calls to Allen Bloom, Dechert, at 4000 Bell Atlantic 
Tower, 1717 Arch Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19103-2793, whose telephone number is 
609/620-3214. 

I declare that all statements made herein of my own knowledge are true and that all statements 
made on information and beUef are believed to be true; and further that these statements were 
made with the knowledge that willfial false statements and the Uke so made are punishable by 
fine or imprisonment, or both, under Section 1001 of Titie 18 of the United States Code and that 
such willfiil false statements may jeopardize the validity of the application or any patent issued 
thereon. 

Full name of Inventor: Noah Prywes 
First Inventor's signature: 



Allen Bloom, 
Arthur E. Jackson, 
Thomas S. Deibert 
Adrienne Baker 
Eric A. Meade 
Daniel S. Goldberg 
Marc S. Segal 
Ethan D. Civan 



Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 
Registration No. 



29,135 
34,354 
40,984 
32,206 
42,876 
39,689 
40,163 
44,459 




City and State of Residence: Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania 



Citizenship : United States of America 



Post Office Address: 



416 Bryn Mawr Avenue 

Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania 19004 



97566.1.07 



